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 Based on the idea that language is acquired most effectively when it is 
learned for communication in meaningful and significant social situations, 
there has been a shift away from teaching language in isolation to 
integrating language and content instruction in English as a Second 
Language (ESL) during the last 10 years in the United States. The 
language instruction which integrates language and content is called 
content-based instruction and it has been widely applied to various 
academic proficiency levels from elementary schools to post secondary 
institutions, to various settings such as ESL, English as a Foreign Lan-
guage  (EFL)  , professional training, and so on. Though the English teach-
ing situation in Japanese universities is quite different from that of ESL , 
there are some concepts relevant to English as a Foreign Language 
(EFL) instruction at the Japanese university level. This paper examines 
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the rationale for content-based instruction and discusses its implication to 
EFL in Japanese university settings by providing an overview of some of 
the program models which  focus on this approach.
Background of content-based instruction
 Content-based instruction has gained popularity dramatically in the 
past ten years, however, it already started in some other forms 30 years 
ago mainly in Britain, the U.S and Canada. The Language Across the 
Curriculum, English for Specific Purposes and immersion program are the 
three major roots which have provided research foundation for present 
content-based instruction. 
  The Language Across the Curriculum is derived from the idea that first 
language instruction in schools should cross over all subject matter 
domains. This idea was supported by British schools then influenced the 
policies of North American schools. The idea has been further specified 
in post secondary level. Students are instructed not only to learn to write 
and read but are also encouraged to write to learn and read to learn for 
the full participation in the educational process (Brinton et. all, 1989) . 
The reciprocal relationship between the language teachers and the subject 
matter teacher is required to fulfill the educational goal: the language 
teachers emphasize instruction focused on language problems in reading 
and writing English and the subject matter teachers complement his with 
activities requiring reading and writing in the learning of subject matter. 
During the learning process of this approach, students learn language 
skills required in academic reading and writing. This Language Across 
the Curriculum movement in the first language has influenced the 
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research of second language instruction. 
 English for Specific Purposes (ESP) has as its goal the development of 
communicative abilities within a specific field and activity. This approach 
was most notably developed in Britain. ESP courses are suitable for the 
adult learners who have objectives of using English in a specific content 
area (field) in academic or occupational settings. The materials and the 
syllabus are usually developed through the analysis of learners' specific 
language needs. English for Academic Purposes  (EAP)  , which focused on 
learners' language development in academic context, is known to be one 
form of ESP. The frequent use of authentic materials and attention to 
real-life situations, are the common features of a methodology of 
content-based models in which a major component is experiential lan-
guage learning in context (Brinton, et a11,1989) . In Japan, ESP oriented 
approach has been widely adopted in various English instruction settings 
in both academic and commercial settings. 
 Immersion program began in 1960's in Canada to provide English-
speaking students with the opportunity to learn French. This program 
was supported by the idea that students should be exposed to the target 
language intensively through natural communication with a native 
speaker from their early educational situation. The first experiment 
started with English speaking kindergartners. The regular curriculum has 
conducted entirely in French for the regular half-day by a French-speak-
ing teacher. The research on this program showed the success not only for 
functional French but also school subject matter. The success of the 
immersion program throughout Canada influenced the school curriculum 
in the United States where not only French but other languages such as 
Spanish, German, Japanese and Chinese became the target language. The 
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effectiveness has been reported from kindergartners to adolescents. 
Research on immersion program generally indicated that immersion 
students  perform as well as native speaking students in reading and 
listening comprehension but fall short of their native counterparts in 
writing and speaking skills. However, immersion programs which focused 
particularly on individual choice of learning activity, achieve high levels 
of second language proficiency even in the productive skills. This shows 
motivation triggered by the personal choice promoted the better perfor-
mance in second language acquisition. Years of research on the immer-
sion program has influenced content-based instruction and has been used 
in some forms of present content instruction.
Theoretical framework
 The fundamental concept of content-based instruction is that language 
is the medium of learning. Mohan (1986) quoted Cazden's interesting 
remark mentioning that a language is a system that relates what is being 
talked about (content) and the means used to talk about it (expression) . 
   We must always remember that language is learned, not because we
   want to talk or read or write about language, but because we want 
   to talk and read and write about the world. Only linguists have 
   language as their subject matter. For the rest of us—especially for 
   children---language is the medium of interpersonal relationships, the 
   medium of our mental life, the medium of learning about the world 
   (Cazden, 1977, p. 42) . 
Language is best acquired when learners use the language for doing 
something which involves meaningful content, thus the teacher's responsi-
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bility is to help learners use the target language, not to teach about the 
language. This concept is supported by the second language acquisition 
research. Krashen (1982, 1985) argued that learners should be provided 
"comprehensible input", the language at or just above the learners' 
current level of competence to speak the target language fluently. Kra-
shen states that learners "go for meaning" first, and as a result, they 
acquire structure as well. 
  Leaver and Stryker (1989) suggest the definition to establish a  frame-
work for teachers who would like to develop content-based instruction 
programs. Leaver and Stryker claim four characteristics of content-based 
instruction; 1) subject matter core, 2) use of authentic texts, 3) learning 
of new information, 4) appropriateness to the specific needs of students. 
Subject matter core means that the fundamental organization of the 
curriculum should be derived from the subject matter, rather than from 
forms, functions, or situations. Communicative competence will be 
acquired during the process of mastering content information on specific 
topics. Use of authentic texts is another important factor. The materials 
such as texts, video tapes, audio recordings should be selected primarily 
from those produced for native speakers of the language. The learning 
activities should focus on conveying real messages and accomplishing 
specific tasks. The third characteristic, learning of new information, 
means that students should use the foreign language to learn new informa-
tion and to evaluate that information based on knowledge of their own 
culture and their own emerging cultural literacy in the second culture. 
The last characteristic is appropriateness of learning activities to the 
specific needs of students. Learning activities including the topics, con-
tent, and materials should correspond to the cognitive and affective needs 
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of the students and should be appropriate to the proficiency level of the 
class.
Implication to EFL in Japanese university setting
 Years of research on content-based instruction has demonstrated the 
effectiveness of this approach in ESL settings. In EFL and ESP fields also, 
some successful examples have been reported. Based on the various 
research results and second language acquisition research, the following 
advantages of content-based instruction can be expected when applied to 
EFL in Japanese university setting: 
 1. Development of academic language function 
 2. Acquiring overall language  proficiency 
 3. Acquiring learning strategies 
  4. Enhanced motivation 
  5. Development of cultural understandings
1. Development of academic language function 
 Curriculum designs of EFL in Japanese universities should be based on 
deliberate consideration. The language program should set a certain, 
objective for the instruction. Though this is a fundamental issue, many 
classes are vague in nature and keep traditional frameworks or titles such 
as "translation", "composition", "listening", "conversation". The curricu-
lum designer must select the communication skills and contents which are 
relevant and most suitable to university students. Cummins (1984,1989) 
claims that individuals develop two types of language proficiency: 
Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) and Basic Interper-
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sonal Communication Skills  (BICS)  . BICS is social interactive language 
skills which characterizes more face-to-face interaction including non-
verbal and contextual clues, while CALP is the proficiency which requires 
cognitive skills to conduct more academic tasks. Cummins argued that 
many second language students learn BICS within 1 to 2 years in school
, 
however, these language skills are not sufficient for students to succeed 
in academic learning contexts. In order to succeed in school work , stu-
dents need to develop Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (Snow
, 
Brinton, 1997) . Preparing for students' future needs of English language 
in this international society, language instruction engaging more 
cognitive activities, such as critical thinking, comparing, summarizing, 
synthesizing should be encouraged at the university level in EFL . 
Content-based instruction fully responds to this requirement. Chamot and 
O'Malley (1994) classify the academic language functions as seeking 
information, informing , comparing, ordering, classifying, analyzing, infer-
ring, justifying and persuading, solving problems, synthesizing and 
evaluating. They emphasize the importance of academic language skills 
in their content-based instructional model, CALLA (Cognitive Academic 
Language Learning Approach) . Students can develop academic language 
skills through cognitively demanding activities in which comprehension is 
assisted by contextual supports and in which "scaffolded" instruction 
guides the acquisition of content (Chamot and O'Malley,1994) . Language 
instruction can be truly beneficial to students when it is taught as a tool 
for learning.
2. Acquiring overall language skills 
 Traditionally, Japanese EFL has concentrated mainly on teaching 
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grammar, vocabulary, and reading (translating English into  Japanese)  . 
University graduates have been discouraged by the fact that they are not 
able to "use" English after 8 to 10 years of English education since their 
junior high school days. Productive skills as well as receptive skills should 
be reinforced in order to "use" English as a communication tool. Another 
point to be considered is the importance of integration of the four skills 
in instruction. Skill based instruction itself is effective especially for low 
proficiency students. However instruction focused on only one specific 
skill and ignoring others tends to give the impression that one aspect of 
language itself is the ultimate subject matter to be learned and as a result, 
students lose the motivation because they can't "use" the language to do 
something they want to do. The opportunities to use overall language 
skills (reading, writing, speaking, listening) should be taken into account 
when the language program is designed. Ideally, these skills should not be 
"taught" in isolation but should be reinforced to be able to communicate. 
In content-based instruction various learning opportunities are provided 
in which students "must" use all four language skills in order to tackle 
cognitively complex tasks. Kasper (1994) mentions the importance of 
developing activities which integrate and reinforce the four basic lan-
guage skills and shows the example of her reading course for junior 
college ESL students learning marketing as a content subject. Her course 
consists of four steps to establish background knowledge and to form 
schemata. The schemata provide a knowledge base for students to predict 
and interpret new information and thereby facilitate reading comprehen-
sion. The four steps are; prereading activities, factual work, extending 
activities, discussion and analysis. In prereading activity, a homework 
assignment requiring students to select an advertisement from a maga- 
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zine or a newspaper is given. Students discuss ads they selected in a class. 
This exercise gives the class opportunity to think about their own behav-
ior as consumers and about which marketing techniques are likely to be 
effective with them. The factual work involves reading a textbook 
chapter on the topic "Marketing Targeting". Students then listen to the 
lecture focusing on the key points in the reading followed by the class 
discussion on the content of the reading. In an extending activity , students 
listen to a taped lecture of a college marketing class. This exercise gives 
students the opportunity to listen to a professor and to take notes on what 
they hear and to focus on the main points. The discussion and analysis 
activity takes three forms: the spoken class discussion of marketing 
concepts, a written examination (an open-book test which requires stu-
dents to write short answers to questions on the lecture  material)  , and an 
essay. The essay question requires students to develop a new product of 
their own, describe the target market and explain how they would market 
it. This exercise provides an opportunity for students to synthesize 
concepts and to think creatively. In an effective and integrated way, 
Kasper includes the introduction of the basic vocabulary and ideas, 
critical reading technique, listening and note-taking, speaking (how to 
participate in class discussions and how to ask questions in lecture-style 
class) , writing (answering question, synthesizing ideas, creative writing) . 
She emphasizes that the key to a successful content-based reading course 
is a variety of activities, particularly those involving audio visual mate-
rials which stimulate classroom discussion and provide students with 
opportunity to speak English and to use the new vocabulary. As demon-
strated in Kasper's example, various activities which involve all four 
skills plus cognitive academic skills can be integrated in a course titled 
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"reading" in content -based instruction .
3. Acquiring learning strategies 
 In Japanese university EFL settings, time allocated to the language 
instruction is generally very limited. Usually, students have only two 
classes a week, for 1 or 2 years. In order to increase the effectiveness of 
instruction, and to prepare for students' self learning after finishing the 
course, it is important to help students to become independent learners. 
Cognitive research indicates the effectiveness of teaching learning strat-
egies to ESL students. Chamot and O'Malley (1994) states that learning 
strategies can be learned successfully in academic language learning and 
these learning strategies transfer to learning activities other than ESL. 
They propose three categories of learning strategies: metacognitive strat-
egies, cognitive strategies and  social  /affective strategies. Metacognitive strat-
egies includes planning, monitoring, and evaluating activities. In planning, 
students preview the main ideas, identify the organizing principle, plan 
how to accomplish the task, attend the important information, seek and 
arrange the conditions that help them learn. In monitoring, students check 
their comprehension during listening, reading, check their oral and 
written production while they are taking place. In evaluating, students 
judge how well one has accomplished a learning task. Cognitive strategies 
include resourcing (using reference materials such as dictionary) , group-
ing, note taking, elaboration of prior knowledge (relating new to known 
information) , summarizing, deduction/induction (applying or figuring out 
rules to understand a concept or complete a learning task) , imagery, 
auditory representation (mentally replaying a word, phrase or piece of 
information) , making inferences. Social /affective strategies are particu- 
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larly important because language is heavily involved in cooperation and 
asking questions for clarification.  Social/affective strategies includes ques-
tioning for clarification, cooperation (working with peers to complete a 
task, pool information, solve a problem, get feedback) , self-talk (reducing 
anxiety by improving one's sense of competence) (Chamot and O'Malley, 
1994) . They stress that strategies should be taught explicitly by naming 
the strategy, explaining them and then providing ample instructional 
supports while students practice and apply the strategy. In Japanese 
university settings, it is possible to integrate learning strategies instruc-
tion in activities such as cooperative learning, research projects, develop-
ing oral and written reports and keeping learning logs or journal.
4. Enhanced motivation 
 Classroom research of content-based instruction have reported en-
hanced motivation as a result of the instruction. Leaver and Stryker 
(1989) noted that enhanced motivation is one of four advantages of their 
content-based instruction to adult students. A majority of their students 
reported that they are highly motivated and fully involved in the courses 
when "real issues" became the focus of study. 
...if students are expected to demonstrate fluency and literacy in the 
   second language, to apply previously-acquired knowledge, to use 
   cognitive skills, and to display initiative, they are likely to do so. 
   Thus, the training becomes challenging and interesting to them,
   further increasing their motivation- and , ultimately, skill develop-
   ment and self-confidence. (Leaver and Stryker, 1989, p.272) 
They stressed the positive role of students' experiences, and cognitive 
skills used in content-based learning. Cognitive research has found that a 
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number of instructional, individual and sociocultural factors could 
enhance motivation. Dickson (1987) mentions the positive effect of a 
learner's autonomy—involvement in decision making and the freedom the 
learner has to use preferred learning techniques—on motivation. Motiva-
tion is enhanced when students assume that they are responsible for their 
own learning; being able to decide their learning activities and to choose 
preferred learning strategies. Brown (1987) introduces six desires or 
needs of human organisms which are commonly identified (Ausubel, 
1968) in relation to second language learning and teaching. 1) the need for 
exploration, for probing the unknown; 2) the need for manipulation; 3) the 
need for  activity, for movement and exercise, both physical and mental; 4) 
the need for stimulation, the need to be stimulated by the environment, by 
other people, by ideas, thoughts, and feelings; 5) the need for knowledge, 
the need to process and internalize the results of exploration, manipula-
tion, activity, and stimulation, to resolve contradictions, to quest for 
solutions to problems and for self-consistent systems of knowledge; 6) the 
need for ego enhancement, for the self to be known and to be accepted and 
approved of by others. In content-based instruction, a number of factors 
which have the possibility to enhance motivation are found. It is interest-
ing to know that all of these factors listed below are supported by the 
above mentioned cognitive theory: 
 the use of authentic materials (stimulation) 
—meaningful activities (activity , stimulation, knowledge) 
—personal choice of activities (autonomy) 
—recognition of self-progress (ego enhancement) 
  creativity in activities (exploration, activity) 
—use of various sensory stimuli (stimulation) 
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—appropriate but challenging task (exploration
, ego enhancement) 
—use of preferred learning strategies (autonomy) 
Content-based instruction becomes successful when authentic and mean-
ingful materials with various sensory stimuli are used for creative and 
challenging activities of students personal choice under the condition that 
students use their preferred learning strategies and that students recog-
nize their own progress.
5. Development of cultural understandings 
  Using authentic materials such as TV or radio programs, magazines 
and newspaper, information via Internet significantly enhances students' 
cultural understandings. Through the language instruction using these 
materials, students acquire the way of thinking and the way of under-
standing various matters in foreign countries. This is very important 
because learning a foreign language can not be accomplished unless 
learners understand the culture behind it. 
 Leaver and Stryker (1989) in Foreign Service Institute reported their 
students' enhanced cultural understanding. They provided a professional 
language program for those who work for foreign service. Their intensive 
language programs focused on "regional study" and includes current 
political issues, history of international relation, human rights, exchange 
of scientific knowledge and technology, economic situation, power struc-
ture of the country and so on. Most of the written and audio visual 
materials are from the press and television networks of the country. 
Leaver and Stryker mentioned that content-based curriculum which 
focused strongly on sociopolitical and cultural information and cross-
cultural literacy skills provides students with a significant "short-cut" to 
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cultural proficiency that might normally take months or years "in-coun-
try" to achieve. They pointed out the importance of acquiring cultural 
knowledge to understand the real message which is contained "between 
and beyond the lines" of almost any communication. 
 In Japanese university EFL settings, content-based instruction is suit-
able for raising students awareness of intercultural understandings. 
Themes such as international political issues, regional studies, human 
rights, environmental issues are suggested for university students accord-
ing to their academic level. Among language teachers, some are proposing 
integrating global education and peace education in English language 
instruction (Cates 1990, 1997, Anderson, 1996, Dyer and Bushell,  1996)  .
They consider empowerment for students to become good global citizens 
to be the language teachers' important responsibility.
Practical consideration in 




 With some exceptions, most Japanese universities may face several 
problems in applying content-based instruction to present English instruc-
tion curriculum : cordination of teachers, material collection, time-sched-
ule allocated to English instruction, treatment for low-proficiency stu-
dents and so on. Among these problems, treatment for low-proficiency 
students is discussed here. Moeller (1994) introduces a suggestion rele-
vant to the syllabus design for low-proficiency students from the Associa-
tion of Secondary School Principals Council on Middle Level Education 
(1985) . The suggestion entitled An Agenda for Excellence at the Middle 
Level recommends that instruction at the middle level: 
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  (1) include a variety of instructional approaches (e.g., lectures, simula-
   tions, discussions, demonstrations, and  laboratories)  ; 
 (2) be organized to match the attention span of the adolescents; 
 (3) accommodate individual student learning styles; 
 (4) maximize time on task with an emphasis on intellectually chal-
   lenging activities, not trivial tasks; 
 (5) center on learning tasks and activities, not merely content cover-
   age; 
 (6) provide feedback, both written and oral, that is specific and contin-
   ual; 
 (7) stimulate creative problem solving and productive thinking 
   through group interaction; 
 (8) emphasize cooperative learning activities rather than competitive 
   tasks, thus enhancing engaged time on task and improvingthe quality 
   of the intellectual activity; 
 (9) use textbooks as organizers rather than as the sole core of instruc-
   tion; 
 (10) utilize hands-on, involved, active learning as the preferred mode of 
   instruction to capitalize on the students' natural activity level 
 (Moller, 1994, p.538) 
Though this is the recommendation for middle schools, these instructional 
strategies are also useful for university level, especially for low-
proficiency students whose common characteristics are lack of motiva-
tion, lack of basic knowledge (grammar) and lack of study skills. The use 
of a variety of intellectually challenging activities corresponding to 
students' interests and individual learning styles plays an important role 
in enhancing students' motivation. Grammar instruction in activities with 
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written and oral  feedback should be provided to empower students so that 
they can fully participate in each activity. Group interaction and coopera-
tive learning activities should be the center of learning activities through 
which students help each others and share learning strategies. The most 
important suggestion from this agenda for low-proficiency students is 
that the instruction should center on comprehensible learning tasks and 
activities. Usually, low-proficiency students do not know what to do with 
academic instructions such as "discuss this problem in a group" or 
"organize the outline of your essay" , or "summarize this article". Detailed 
instruction with step-by-step tasks helps students to perform intellectu-
ally challenging activities. Controlled discussion rather than free discus-
sion, use of work sheets which guide activities, making learning logs and 
students portfolios for students' metacognitive activities are considered 
to be helpful for low-proficiency students.
Conclusion
 Languages exist for communication. Students have motivation to learn 
a language only when they think they can use the language to do some-
thing meaningful. In university EFL settings English can be the medium 
of learning. A careful analysis of the literature suggests that content-
based instruction is suitable to Japanese university EFL students because 
at least five advantages can be expected: development of academic 
language function, acquiring overall language proficiency, acquiring 
learning strategies, enhanced motivation, development of cultural under-
standings. Among these advantages, the key element to successful learn-
ing is enhanced motivation. For raising students motivation, content-
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based instruction involves: the use of authentic materials , meaningful 
activities, learners' autonomy in learning activities, recognition of self-
progress, creativity in activities, use of various sensory stimuli , appropri-
ate but challenging tasks, use of preferred learning strategies. For low-
proficiency students, special consideration is required in syllabus design. 
Specific grammar instruction should be incorporated in the activity
, but 
not in isolation, with careful feedback. Step-by-step tasks with detailed 
instruction should be given to students in intellectually challenging activ-
ities and continuous encouragement should be given using learning logs or 
students portfolios so that they can be independent learners. 
 As long as English stays as the international common language, univer-
sity EFL programs are responsible for students' future. Not only for the 
use of English in students' future occupational situations, but also for the 
empowerment to become better global citizens. Content-based instruction 
seems to best serve both objectives.
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